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by one other remarkable quality : when it was not advisable
^to shoot a prisoner, yet it was thought undesirable to let
him go free, the man was sentenced to corporal punishment
with the birch, and Mitka was entrusted with the execution
,of the sentence. He carried out his task so well that after
*the fiftieth stroke the condemned man succumbed to a bloody
vomit, and after a hundred the other cossacks confidently
rolled him up in sacking without even listening to his heart.
Not one man so sentenced had escaped alive from Mitka's
hand. He himself had said more than once with a laugh:
" If trousers and skirts were made of all the Reds IVe
flogged to death I could clothe all the village of
Tataisk."
The cruelty innate in Mitka's nature since childhood not
only found fitting application in the punitive detachment
but, with nothing to bridle it, developed extraordinarily,
By the very nature of his service he came into contact with
the dregs of the officer class, with drug addicts, with rapers,
with pillagers and other scum, and in his hatred for the Reds
he willingly, with all a peasant's assiduity, learned all they
could teach him, and had no great difficulty in excelling his
teachers. Where a neurasthenic officer, worn out with other
men's blood and sufferings, could not go on, Mitka only
screwed up his yellow, glittering eyes and carried the task
through to the end.
When he arrived in the village, carrying himself with
great dignity and hardly deigning to answer the bows of the
passing women, he rode at a walking pace towards his home,
By the half-burnt, smoke-stained gates he dismounted,
handed the rein to the Kalmyk and, straddling his legs,
went into the yard. Accompanied by Silanty, he silently
walked round the foundations. With the end of his whip
he touched a lump of turquoise-coloured window glass which
had melted during the fire, and said in a voice hoarse with
emotion:
" They've burnt it down ! And it was a wealthy house.
The best in the village. One of our own villagers, Mishka
Koshevoi, burned it. He killed my grandfather, too. Well,
Silanty Petrovich, IVe had the experience of vi^Jtijig my
native hearth and home, . . /'
" Are any of the Koshevois left behind ? " Sflanty asked
excitedly.